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In the days following the April 20 explosion at the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig in the Gulf of Mexico, incident
commanders faced a 10-hour lag time between detecting oil sheen with aircraft and getting the information back to
local command centers to act on it.
"We reduced that time lag time to near zero," said Chris Kluckhuhn, president of a company called Avwatch Inc.
Kluckhuhn, a 2008 graduate of the Naval Postgraduate School Center for Homeland Defense and Security, had just
this kind of emergency situation in mind when he transferred from active duty in the U.S. Coast Guard to the
reserves and founded the company.
Avwatch Inc. securely provides real-time situational awareness capabilities to government and the private sector by
linking aerial surveillance with direct internet communications.
For the past three months, the Cape Cod, Mass.-based company has been flying a pair of fixed-wing aircraft a total
of 12-hours a day above the Gulf and providing streaming video to the Coast Guard, BP and local and state
authorities working on the cleanup. The first mission was to detect oil sheens, but more recently the effort has
focused on finding cleanup booms that need to be retrieved.
"We have been providing real-time situational awareness over 10,000 square miles," Kluckhuhn said by phone at an
operations base near New Orleans, LA.
Clients, such as the U.S. Coast Guard and the state of Louisiana, are able to immediately review the video and
directly control the sensor while talking to the aircraft operator over a Voice Over IP link.
On several occasions Avwatch was re-tasked in flight to respond to emergent events and was the first on scene
providing situational awareness directly to the local command centers as well as to anyone else nationally via a
direct video feed to NORTHCOM servers. When one of the vessels supporting the oil spill response began taking on
water, Avwatch aircraft were first on scene and provided overhead video for 8 hours while efforts were made to stop
the leak and recover the vessel. In late July Avwatch was first on scene and allowed the Venice command center to
verify that a tugboat had clipped a well-head 65 miles south of New Orleans. Shortly after that incident a similar
report was made to the command center and Avwatch was again first on scene. During that case, the command
center was able to verify it was an erroneous report and stood down from deploying helicopters and small boats in
response.
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Aside from a high operations tempo, the Avwatch crew has had to deal with the late summer weather patterns in the
region, namely tropical storms. That mission has involved ensuring all the incident vessels were in port prior to a
storm and being the first people back in the air to assess damage after a storm.
This kind of modern, high-tech communication was born both out of Kluckhuhn’s experience with the Coast Guard
during Hurricane Katrina as well as from the concepts learned while a CHDS student.
"Forming the company was based on things I learned at CHDS and the discussions I had with classmates and other
first responders," Kluckhuhn said.
"What they really needed was capability that gave them instantaneous information."
While serving as a Coast Guard search-and-rescue helicopter pilot, he helped developed tools aimed at providing
situational awareness. In the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina he was deployed to help improve situational
awareness and command and control. Based on lessons learned from Katrina, Kluckhuhn used his position as a
process improvement and innovation officer to advance concepts of communication interoperability and airborne
video transmission. Based on his efforts to advance capabilities and technologies, he was named one of ten
information technology leaders in government by Government Computing News in 2007.
As a CHDS student, he further delved into the topic during the Technology for Homeland Security course, in which
he wrote a paper titled "Managing Information Across All Levels of the Coast Guard."
In that paper, Kluckhuhn contended that the varied communications systems employed by the Coast Guard could
become interoperable by using of a protocol known as Cursor on Target, developed by the MITRE Corp and now
interoperable with hundreds of systems.
After completing his CHDS thesis on government innovation, Kluckhuhn realized the best way for him to help
implement new ideas and technologies in the government was to iterate rapidly in the private sector and help
transition the proven technologies into the government as budgets and processes allowed. Shortly after graduating
from CHDS he followed his thesis recommendations by transferring into the Coast Guard reserve and formed
Avwatch in 2008. As his thesis helped him predict, Kluckhuhn continues to help the Coast Guard improve processes
through his role as a reservist supporting process improvement and innovation.
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